University of Dayton Review
Volume 2
Number 1 Winter

Article 3

1965

Innocent XI, The Businessman's Pope: Precursor of the Modern
Papacy
Raymond J. Maras
University of Dayton

Follow this and additional works at: https://ecommons.udayton.edu/udr

Recommended Citation
Maras, Raymond J. (1965) "Innocent XI, The Businessman's Pope: Precursor of the Modern Papacy,"
University of Dayton Review: Vol. 2: No. 1, Article 3.
Available at: https://ecommons.udayton.edu/udr/vol2/iss1/3

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by eCommons. It has been accepted for inclusion in
University of Dayton Review by an authorized editor of eCommons. For more information, please contact
mschlangen1@udayton.edu, ecommons@udayton.edu.

Maras: Innocent XI, The Businessman's Pope: Precursor of the Modern Papa

INNOCENT XI,
the BusinessITlan's Pope:
Precursor of the Modern Papacy
By Raymond Maras, Ph. D.
Pope Innocent XI (1676-89) should be regarded as the remarkable precursor of the
modern papacy. This is the thesis which I intend to demonstrate with the support
of what appears as overwhelming evidence. Not original with me, the thesis has
been adumbrated by several nineteenth century historians; unfortunately, none of
them presented any systematic evidence to prove the proposition, and, thereby , add
to our knowledge of the role of historical influence.
My method proceeds as follows: I will first introduce Innocent XI, a truly
extraordinary pontiff and individual, whose historic recognition has arrived belatedly.
I will then discuss the historical data which persuaded me to establish this unique
relationship of a seventeenth century pope with those popes since 1846, especially
Pius IX, who shaped and established the modern papacy. The comparison centers
on features which I regard as characteristic of the modern papacy. Moreover, my
procedure entails the elaboration of the meaning of two terms, namely " modern
papacy " and "precursor;" the former term is devoid of any obfuscation, while the
latter is one perhaps rarely used in historical discourse. After having established the
fundamental features of my position, I will show how the modern papacy began in
1846 with the pontificate of Pius IX, and not with Leo XIII as has been expressed
by some historians. 1 Finally I will point out the most dynamic element in the papacy
of Innocent XI and in that of the modern popes since 1846 - I refer here to the
trait of imaginative innovation.
Who was Innocent XI? 2 Benedetto, the future Innocent XI, was born in
1611 the son of Livio and Paola Odeschalchi, the father a wealthy businessman. U pon his birth, the family expected unusual achievements of him ; moreover, his maternal
grandmother remarked prophetically that the infant had the " head of a pope; " also,
the name Odeschalchi had already received wide recognition in the Church, diplomacy,
and business.
Educated in Catholic schools, Benedetto was initiated into the world of business at the Society Odeschalchi, an established Genoese mercantile house directed by
his uncle Papirio. At twenty-four, he headed a contingent of local militia in Como.
In 1636, Benedetto arrived in Rome, the event becoming a turning pOint in his life.
Counselled to give up his romantic hopes for a military career and return to school
and the study of law, Benedetto matriculated in Rome and Naples. Although he received the law degree in 1639, he was still dissatisfied with his station in life. Shortly
after, he took the tonsure, indicating his interest in the religiOUS life.
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Benedetto's ecclesiastical career began unauspiciously. Lacking ambition, he
obtained minor posts in the Roman chancery largely through the efforts of Carlo,
his brother. Successful accomplishment of a crucial assignment as tax collector (164144) launched his rise in the Church. In 1645 Pope Innocent X elevated him to the
cardinalate and a year after, he entered the Roman Curia for the first time. Future
aSSignments included a three year legateship at Ferrara, and in 1650 appOintment
as bishop of Novara. The Ferrarese called him "father of the poor" in recognition
for his benefits; the episcopacy required his taking of Holy Orders at the age of
forty. His episcopate was notable for zealous concern for the people's welfare and the
spread of Catholic doctrine.
His ad limina visit to Rome in March, 1654, turned into a permanent stay.
The new Pope Alexander VII (1655-67) retained him in the Roman Curia, and as
advisor. One may properly regard the ensuing twenty-two years in Rome as preparatory for his pontificate. In the Curia Benedetto led a varied, busy life as member of
various Congregations, camerlengo, and diplomatic counsellor to Popes Alexander
VII, Clement IX and X. Despite his apparent isolation, the world of reality confronted hin1 at every turn. In 1656-57 during the plague which ravaged Europe,
exacting a death toll in Rome estimated at 20,000, Benedetto performed a mission
of mercy in Capranica to the north. Upon the death of his brother Carlo, Benedetto
received his son and daughter in wardship. When Christina, the Swedish ex-queen,
came to Rome, Benedetto served in the welcoming party. Moreover, he found time
to continue his intense religious and spiritual life - one marked by sedulous prayer,
devotions, works of charity, and pastoral concerns. BeSides, he participated in three
papal conclaves; in a fourth (1676) he was elected when the French cardinals cast
decisive votes for him. He accepted the tiara as Innocent XI on condition that the
College of Cardinals approved his reformatory, progressive program.
It is beyond the scope of this essay to dissertate on the myriad activities,
events, and achievements of Innocent XI. A survey of his pontificate should serve to
indicate his response to the magnitude of the challenges faCing the Church in an age
of transition marked by the Scientific Revolution, the Age of Reason, and the opening
of the great frontier across the AtlantiC, three revolutionary developments which were
to transfo rm the old world into something which may be epitomized best by the
phrase, the Idea of Progress.
Under Innocent XI the Church, despite the hopes engendered by the Council
of Trent, felt the persistent need to continue the struggle against human weakness and
aberration. Heresy raised its head as in Quietism and Laxism. Gallicanism threatened
the Church with schism, and the Pope with subordination to a general council. Jansenism subtly undermined the rational and dogmatic bases of the Church. The controversy between Louis XIV, enfant terrible, and Innocent XI over the acceptance of
bishops was never resolved and, in the case of imperial Cologne, led to the war of
the League of Augsburg (1688-97). A reformatory Pope, Innocent induced new vigor
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and discipline among the Roman Curia, hierarchy, the clergy, and laity. He set precedent by eliminating nepotism, although the cardinals dissuaded him from publishing
a bull on the matter. He improved and expanded missionary activity as new dioceses
arose in the Americas and the Orient. The teaching of religiOUS doctrine, the life of
sacraments, and Christian example appeared to make noticeable strides amidst the
growing complexity of life. The Pope himself was a noteworthy model of charity and
justice. As pastor he appeared gracious and benevolent. After the revocation of the
Edict of Nantes (1685) which deprived French Protestants of their religious freedom,
he denounced the French use of the dragonnades. Protestants have since recognized
and approved the Pope 's stand. By way of reaction, the king's measure upset the
irenic hopes and early successes for religious reunion which Innocent sanctioned and
Bishop Spinola fostered.
In external affairs, although seeking peace, Innocent found only strife. His
most notable achievement was his vigorous leadership in the long, successful war
against the Ottoman Turks. Regardless of Louis XIV 's obstructions, papal efforts
made victory possible. The duel with Louis XIV continued throughout the pontificate.
It concerned affairs in the temporal and spiritual orders such as diplomatic quarters
in Rome, the regale, bishopriCS, Gallicanism, and territorial disputes. A mercantilist,
he pursued a constructive program in the papal states: his financial Wizardry made
the treasury solvent, and his imaginative socio-economic program improved the
general welfare of the people, despite burdensome war leVies, and much regulation .
Amidst the burdens of office, Innocent, thanks to his habitual ascetiCism,
led an exemplary life of holiness that brought him the accolade of beatus in 1956.
In the history of mankind, I declare that Innocent's ideals and realism have merited
him a high, permanent place among the great popes. Recently, he has been regarded
as the greatest pope of the seventeenth century. 3 He lives on as a lasting inspiration
to each future occupant of the Holy See. 3.
Permit me to mention first how it was that I became interested in the relationship of a seventeenth century pope with those popes of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries who, in my conviction, established and shaped the modern papacy. In my
research I perceived ten salient characteristics of Innocent Xl and his pontificate
(1676-89) which stamp him as the precursor. One ought to bear in mind the caveat
that there may be additional ones. In Innocent 's personality there lay, I believe, the
key to an understanding of a unique style which appears as the hallmark of his pontificate. His personality and defense of principle were impressed upon the Holy See
in such bold relief that they have influenced the modern papacy to a degree that
commands attention.
What were those ten characteristics? Since analysis is the beginning of science,
of reliable knowledge, let me itemize and briefly, seriously discuss each of them. First,
historical literature of the past one hundred years relating to Innocent Xl often refers
to him as the precursor of Pius IX (1846-78), whose reign spanned a larger period
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of time than any other pope in history, perhaps excepting Peter. These allusions
naturally provoke the question of Innocent 's relationship to Pius IX as well as to
the other great popes. Between Innocent and Pius there are striking similarities in
personality, in courageous initiative. Both were strong popes - firm in conviction,
dedicated to their vicarship , intranSigent in upholding Church prerogative, austere
in their regimen, devoutly religious, and warmly charitable in their pastoral duties.
One writer saw Pius IX as the continuer of the ideas of Innocent; after an acknowledgment of the absolutism of both Innocent XI and Louis XIV , the writer added:
" It was reserved to Pius IX, the continuer of the ideas of Innocent XI, to say with
all the autllOrity attached to the dogmas of Rome: 'I am the Church'." 4 In another
instance, Innocent was regarded as one of the" dogmatic predecessors" of Pius IX. 5
Mutual concern with papal infallibility links Innocent with Pius IX. From the
Assembly of the French clergy in 1681-82, there emanated the four notorious Gallican
Articles which formulated an idea of infallibility, subordinated the Pope to a general
council, and almost precipitated a schism in the Catholic Church. It devolved upon
Innocent XI to reject the work of a council which usurped its jurisdictional sphere.
In annulling the four articles and repudiating the work of the Assembly of 1682,
Innocent exercised his power of papal infallibility. 6 By way of a parallel, one should
bear in mind that it was Pius IX who in 1870 first stated expliCitly the dogma of
papal infallibility. 7
A third characteristic pertains to the Church 's claim of the pope's primacy in
jurisdiction and honor. Both pontiffs upheld the principle tenaCiously. Innocent maintained his position vis-a-vis the French church and LouiS XIV, speCifically in the
recognition of bishops, Gallicanism, the issues concerning the regale and the diplomatic quarters. Afterwards, it was Pius IX who proclaimed for all future time, the
distinctive features of primacy of jurisdiction and honor. 8
Innocent, heir to the reformatory spirit of the Council of Trent, was of course
interested in reform from within the Church. The ideal was to make exemplary Christians of both laity and clergy including the hierarchy. Beginning with the sixteenth
century religious upheaval, rivalry arose between Catholics and Protestants, both
striving to appear as model Christians. 9 Toward this ideal Innocent directed the
teaching of doctrine, the participation in the sacraments, and maintenance of disCipline. We need not delve into detail, except to mention that recent popes have continued these measures.
There remain at least six other comparisons which indicate that Innocent definitely heralded the modern papacy, namely Church reunion, preservation of papal
lands, and several other items. Innocent encouraged the irenic efforts of Spinola who
obtained several grand successes among the German Protestants. The interest and
effort in promoting Church reunion in the seventeenth century which Leibniz, Bossuet,
and Spinola manifested were remarkable. In fact, that irenic activity has been recently
recognized as the last vigorous development in irenics prior to our times. 10 But
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Louis XIV 's revocation of the Edict of Nantes shattered the aspirations of all, and
nullified the efforts in behalf of reunion in the West. It should be noted, moreover,
that the Pope attracted several schismatics, including three patriarchs, back into the
Church. A manifestation of cooperation among Christians appears in the Holy
league's repulse of the Ottoman Turk, first at Vienna in 1683 and three years later
at Budapest; never again was the Turk to pose a real, ominous threat to Europe.
In this latter sphere of activity (as defender of the Church) Innocent XI has no rival
among the popes.
Undoubtedly, one of the most obvious similarities, actually a traditional, vital
interest of papal poliCY, was the preservation of papal territory. Ever since the Donation of Pepin, the papacy remained intranSigent as to the territorial integrity of the
Patrimony of Peter. Innocent belongs to this tradition in his elimination of the flagrant
abuse of diplomatic quarters in Rome. He also had trouble with LouiS XIV concerning AVignon and Comtat-Venaissin. While Innocent held on to the patrimony, it was
in Pius IX's pontificate that the papacy lost possession of the territory; Pius ' stand
was admirable indeed, but the climate of opinion and trend of events militated against
the traditional temporal status of the papacy. Nationalism triumphed in Italy. The
slogan then was: Italia senza Roma e niente, Italia can Roma e tullo. 11 But, fortune graced the papacy in 1929 when it received the lands today comprising Vatican
City. This step of the Italian government and nation recognized the inalienable right
of the Church to territorial integrity and independence, a right derived &om the avowed divine mission of the Church. Certainly, this comparison of the two popes is valid.
Besides the above parallels there is additional liaison between Innocent and
Pius IX and his successors. Some of these characteristics are intrinsic to the nature
of the Church and therefore part of each pontificate. History records that popes have
been either active or passive. As defender and promoter of the Christian faith, Innocent
belongs preeminently to the spirit of the modern papacy. Whether it be fighting the
heresies of Quietism and Molinism, suspicion of Jansenism, promoting missionary
activity around the earth, or the reconversion of lapsed Christians, Innocent deserves
a place among the moderns. Also, a prominent link between the two is the attitude
toward conversion. I believe that Innocent as well as the moderns have repudiated
anachronistic or inquisitorial means in spreading the true faith. In lieu of those negative, detrimental techniques used in the ancient regime, Innocent and the moderns
have adopted the statesmanlike policy of peaceful persuasion, espousing the view that
sincere conversion is the work of the correspondence of God, the indiVidual, and
doctrine.
Finally, there is kinship in at least two more qualities. Here, I first refer to
personal asceticism and holiness. The simplicity of the popes under consideration is
noteworthy. How different they are from those of the Renaissance! Though it is a
fact that in the past four centuries only Pius X (1903-14) has been canonized, there
appears growing SUppOlt for promoting the causes of Pius IX and Pius XII. Also,
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many people know that Innocent XI was beatified in 1956, and that his cause of
canonization has been resumed. Secondly, there seems to be a quality of charismatic
virtue in Innocent XI and the moderns. They have led the Church and people in
ominous times. Their supernatural aura derived, it seems, from convictions that
they were the vicars of Christ, successors of Peter, and thus responsible before God
Almighty for their actions here a nd now. Their leadership has attracted the serious
attention of men of good will.
The traits discussed above indicate many important features of the popes
under consideration. No reference has been made to the papacy's bureaucratic segments, namely the Curia and the congregations - the machinery being taken for
granted, as there has been slight change since the early seventeenth century when the
congregations were reorganized.
Perhaps some clarification is in order at this pOint as to what is the " modern
papacy. " This question was posed recently by one of my colleagues. The term " modern" as I see it really has nothing mystifying about it. The dictionary states: "of
or characteristic of the present or recent times." 12 Most students of history will
perhaps agree that politically modern times begin with the last third of the eighteenth
century, an era of world revolution in the West. 13
While it is true that the See of Peter goes back to the beginning of the Church,
it was only in recent times, in Pius IX 's time and since, that the Papacy acquired its
modern character. This becomes qUickly obvious in a listing of its four chief traits.
In 1870, the Pope made explicit the first two when he pronounced the dogmas of
papal infallibility and primacy. He was of serious intent when he proclaimed himself
to be the embodinlent of the Church. A third aspect of the modern papacy is the
preoccupying concern with Church reunion. Recent movements toward reunion, unity,
and ecumenicism are strivings by men of good will seeking to fulfill Christ's revelation: " I have other sheep too , which do not belong to this fold; I must bring them
in too; they will listen to my voice; so there will be one fold, and one shepherd." 14
The barriers of culture and knowledge, however formidable, must be transcended
before reunion is achieved. The revolutions in science and technology have literally
made this world somewhat an intimate one, and point to the moral decision which
free man ought to make - that is, of living together.
A fourth characteristic of the modern papacy originates, I believe, from its
pastoral mission which is actually two-fold: (1) In a world of religiOUS pluralism,
one in which Christians are outnumbered at least two to one, the only effective techniques of spreading the faith are true statesman-like diplomacy and good example:
" . . . . in all that you do, do everything as for God's glory. Give no offense to Jew,
or to Greek, or to God 's church. That is my own rule, to satisfy all alike, studying
the general welfare rather than my own, so as to win their salvation." 15 Many of
the old tecl1l1iques of coaxing or coercion are anachronistic in our sophisticated age.
(2) There is emphaSiS on doctrine, a vigorous religiOUS life based upon the sacra-
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ments, and the salvation of souls. Undoubtedly, another facet is the Papacy's concern
with humanity 's political, socio-economic lot, a concern that stems primarily from Leo
XIII. From what has just been said, it appears that the above central aspects characterize the modern papacy. It is my avowed thesis that Innocent XI adumbrated them
already in the seventeenth century, and that his influence has been direct in shaping
the modem papacy, hence the epithet of "precursor."
What does this word mean? It of course does not signify one who curses by
anticipation. The term means nothing more nor less than " forerunner, " that is one
who comes before, one who foreshadows. A real question emerging from this discussion appears to be whether or not Innocent XI had any influence, direct or indirect,
on the modern papacy. My thesis proposes that he had . That the question is legitimate may be accepted from the citing of the follOWing queries, long accepted in common conversation: Had Louis XIV any influence on the French Revolution? Had
Napoleon made any impression on Hitler? These latter two aimed to unite Europe
through force; both launched their attack on Russia on June 22nd, both returned
in defeat. Or, again, has the American democratic revolution of 1776-89 had any
influence or impact on mankind? The answer to my question of Innocent as precursor
therefore reposes in the nature of historical knowledge.
History is primarily constituted from the raw materials of time, place, circumstances, ideas, and human beings - all synthesized and known as historical
inheritance. Since the Church is the oldest, active "institution " in the world today,
it seems unlikely that Innocent Xl's pontificate had meager influence, or none at all,
on the modern papacy. Actually, as points of fact, his cause of canonization had
been taken already in each of the three centuries after his death; biographies have
appeared since 1689 down to the present; and the problem of infallibility could not
have been discussed intelligently without some appreciation and knowledge of
Innocent 's rejection of the GaUican Articles. Apropos, Pius IX administered the coup de
grace to Gallicanism when he proclaimed the dogmas of infallibility and primacy. 16
One may rightly ask whether or not I am implying by the above that the
past determines the present. This is the thesis of historicism, perhaps even of fatalism.
That is not my standpOint at all. My philosophy of history portrays history as an
intelligible process. There is no doubt that mankind today has inherited the legacy
from the past. But one should regard the inheritance as the particular conditions,
circumstances, developments, or trends, which confront each people in their epoch of
history. Man, normally a free, rational, and responsible being, responds to, acts
upon the circumstances. Man may do so positively, constructively; or, he may do so
negatively, foolishly. Yes, man has the freedom to choose or be derelict in a choice.
Suth is the nature of responsibility, of dereliction.
What I am trying to say is that Innocent XI acted intelligently, Wisely, only
when he had in mind the historical knowledge of the past; one may say that he was
historically minded. The same might be asserted concerning the modern popes. Also,
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in diverse ways Innocent had been an innovator, a pathfinder. Perhaps that may be
regarded as the distinguishing trait of his personality; he was original. For example,
there was his desire to eliminate nepotism, although obstinate cardinals prevented
his issuing a bull. Originality is evident also in his declaration prohibiting the abuse
of diplomatic quarters; the Lavardin incident became the cause celebre of this issue.
It is attested to thirdly in Innocent's interest in religious reunion . Lastly, he introduced
to the whole Church the feast in honor of the Most Holy ame of Mary in gratitude
for the victories over the Turks in 1683 at Vienna and in 1686 at Budapest. The
above are the principal, additional achievements of the Pope as precursor of the
modern papacy. There may have been other popes since the sixteenth century who
have excelled Innocent in a specific feature . None surpassed him in the clear foreshadowing of so many contemporary components of the modern papacy.
Who will dispute, or deny, that the modern papacy begins in 1846, the date
when Pius IX, then a genuine liberal, acceded to the Holy See and donned the tiara? 17
Although regarded upon accession as a moderate liberal interested in reforms, since
the Roman revolution of 1848 Pius had become a conservative. It was he who laid
the foundations in large part of the modern papacy - for example, the dogmatic
pronouncements of the first Vatican Council. It is impossible to foresee a future ecumenical council reversing, rejecting the Church 's position explicitly established in 1870
on primacy and infallibility.
Following Pius there are the other great popes who have helped shape the
modern papacy and thereby relate to Innocent. There is Leo XIII (1878-1903), a
traditionalist, yes, but like Innocent an innovator par excellence in the political, socioeconomiC, and intellectual features forming the climate of opinion in his time. What
of Pius X (1903-14) ? Two aspects of his pontificate find parallels, perhaps their
source, in Innocent's time. I refer to Pius X's struggle against Modernism, the seductiv e heresy that would have the Church modify its doctrines to keep in step with the
advances in SCience, espeCially biology and biblical criticism . The other is that of
piety, as in the advocacy of Holy Communion. Finally, it must be noted that Pius X ,
canonized recently, remains the only saintly pope in all of modern times. Innocent
in turn was beatified in 1956 and his cause of canonization has been resumed. Perhaps he will be the second modern pope honored so by the Church. Then there are
the other, recent popes from Benedict XV (1914-22) to John XXIII (1958-63). All
of these as did Innocent held peace as one of their principal objectives. Ironically,
all lived through periods of either global war, revolution, or confusion. Each was
concerned with adjusting the Church to a world in which the Christian segment no
longer remained supreme and unchallenged. Moreover, John, like Innocent, understood that irenics could be fostered best through the pastoral office of the Pope.
Besides the corroboration of my thesis that Innocent XI is the authentic precursor of the modern papacy, the follOWing conclusion appears warranted from the
discussion of the evidence. It is my conviction that strides of progress have been made
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in the Church by popes of courage, pontiffs who more often than not struck out along
uncharted paths. In so doing they have contributed immensely in making the papacy,
even the Church, the glorious inheritance which we know today . In that manner only
has the Church been able to keep abreast of the revolutionary developments in the
secular world. And thus today as Macaulay had envisioned a century ago:
.... The Papacy remains, not in decay, not a mere antique, but full of
life and youthful vigor. The Catholic Church is still sending forth to the
farthest ends of the world missionaries as zealous as those who landed in
Kent with Augustine, and still confronting hostile kings with the same
spirit with which she confronted Attila .... Nor do we see any sign
which indicates that the term of her long dominion is approaching ....
And she may still exist in undiminished vigor when some traveler from
New Zealand shall, in the midst of a vast solitude, take his stand on a
broken arch of London Bridge to sketch the ruins of St. Paul's. 18
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